DEATH SHIP 


The Final Voyage of the Ourang Medan 


A sudden distress call sent by a ship that carries a dead crew frozen in terror and a lethal cargo. 


this unfathomable mystery has haunted the pages of naval history for more than half a century. 
THEO PAIJMANS asks what really happened during the final voyage of the Ourang Medan? 


he world learned of the bizarre 

incident in January 1948, when 

a Dutch weekly newspaper 

printed an unusual article 

headed ‘Mysterious Demise of 
the Ourang Medan’+ Its sensational 
introduction was sure to pull readers in: 
“A riddle of the sea. Since the mutiny 
on the Bounty and the downfall of the 
Titanic, an incident as unexplained 
and inexplicable as the tragedy of the 
Ourang Medan, the great cargo ship, 
which was found, unharmed, in the 
Pacific Ocean with a dead crew. The 
only authentic eyewitness account of 
this mysterious catastrophe follows 
here - but no explanation can be given 
~ the solution to the riddle is unknown 
to anyone.” 

‘Two photographs accompanied the 
article: one of a ship lying on its side in 
the sea, another of a naval officer lying 
on deck, his face not visible. So began 
the saga of the death ship Ourang 
Medan, which has since then appeared 
worldwide in magazines, newspapers, 
books and websites. Like the famous 
Flying Dutchman, this ghost ship still 
cannot find peace. 

The author claimed to be an eyewit- 
ness to the incident: “The mystery of 
the Ourang Medan is one of the secrets 
the sea will not reveal. Even though I 
have seen the ship myself, even though 
Thave seen and touched the 22 dead 
sailors and their officers on the deck 
and on the bridge of the Ourang Medan, 
Ihave no explanation for the fate of 
this ship and its crew.” 


The author’s vessel was sailing about 400 


nautical miles southeast of the Marshall 
Islands in mid-June 1947 when it received 
a radio message and an SOS signal from 


the Ourang Medan. It immediately changed 


course and headed to the location given 
in the message. But then, contact was sud- 


denly lost: “We received another confused 
sequence of dots and dashes, as if the hand 


of the radio operator in his death throes 
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“WHAT HAD ENDED 
THEIR LIVES WITHOUT 
SPILLING A SINGLE 
DROP OF BLOOD?" 


LEFT: The story of the Ourang Medan as it 
appeared in the Dutch newspaper Elseviers 
Weekbiad of 17 January 1948. 


still hammered the Morse key. Only 
three words came through intact: I 
am dying...” 

‘The next day, his ship reached the 
location where the Ourang Medan was 
drifting with no sign of life. A small 
group of sailors, including the narra- 
tor, decided to inspect the ship and 
climbed aboard. They encountered a 
scene from a nightmare: “There were 
cory everywhere... And the most 
terrible thing was the spasmodic pos- 
tures of the dead, their faces express- 
ing a terrible fear - their mouths and 
eyes were wide open, as if they had 
died from sheer horror.” 

What caused this tragedy was a 
mystery, since there were no traces 
of blood or signs of violence. They 
located the dead radio operator. 

“He was still wearing his headphone 
set; its wires moved slowly with the 
sluggish movement of the ship. We 
looked at him for a long time. His 
fingers, squeezed together into a fist, 
could have revealed the mystery to 
us, What had happened? What horror 
had killed the 22 people on board 
this ship? What had ended their 

lives without spilling a single drop of 
blood?” They could not investigate 
any further as suddenly a fire broke 
out and they had to immediately 
abandon the ill-fated ship. “In the meantime 
it became evening. But no one went to their 
bunks. All stood at the railing, staring at the 
burning mystery.” The Ourang Medan blazed 
all night; at daybreak it sank ingloriously to 
the bottom of the Pacific Ocean.? 


EYEWITNESS TO THE NIGHTMARE 

The story did not go down with the Ourang 
‘Medan however. Two more instalments fol- 
lowed. The second one introduced the writer: 


IMAGE: ETIENNE GILFILLAN. SHIP: MILEN GEORGIE/EVEEMVGETTY IMAGES. SKULL: QUANKING LIN/GETTY IMAGES 


ABOVE: A photograph showing a dead naval officer, one of the 22 unexplained corpses reportedly found on the deck and bridge of the Ourang Medan. 
BELOW: A 1954 retelling of the Ourang Medan story in a 32-page booklet by German author Otto Mielke entitled “The Death Ship of the South Sea’. 


“The author, Silvio Scherli, is now in Trieste. 
He vouches for the authenticity of this story. 
As we have no further information than what 
is contained in these follow-ups, we will have 
to do with the author's personal assurance.” It 
also mentioned that there was a survivor from 
the death ship. A Franciscan missionary from 
‘Taongi Atoll, part of the Marshall Islands, 
reported that a shipwrecked man had washed 
ashore there. Before he died a few days later, 
he told the clergyman about mysterious 
documents, a captain of ill repute and a 
cargo of some 15,000 crates ferried from an 
obscure Chinese port. The Ourang Medan 
had set out on a covert voyage, far from 

the well traversed shipping lanes. But on 
the 15th day, a disaster had unfolded and 

its crewmembers had dropped dead with 
expressions of horror on their faces. ? 

In the third and final instalment the 
castaway revealed the contents of the 
documents: “My suspicions, which had 
been aroused in me for days, had been 
true, We were transporting 15,000 cases 
and drums of sulphuric acid, nitro-glyc 
erine in liquid form and other chemicals, 
the name of which has escaped me. There 
was a note at the bottom of the list: the 
liquid nitro-glycerine must not be added 
to the sulphuric acid. It was advisable 
to load the various goods into different 
holds. The packaging was not intended 
for transport by sea.” 

The swaying of the ship caused a num- 
ber of barrels of sulphuric acid to rupture 
and the deadly vapours to escape. 

The story left few leads. The ship sank; 
the only eyewitness was no longer alive 
and buried on a remote tropical island. 
And there was no name: “This was the 
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“HE WAS BURIED BY 
THE OLD PALM IN THE 
CEMETERY BEHIND THE 
MISSIONARY BUILDING” 


SEEFAHRT 
IN ALLER WELT 


story the missionary told. am not allowed 
to tell his real name. He was a German... He 
was buried by the old palm in the cemetery 
behind the missionary building.” * The 
Ourang Medan story, on the other hand, was 
far from buried: it was about to embark on a 
long journey. 


THE SECRET CARGO 
A few newspapers in the Dutch colonies were 
first to repeat the story, even while expressing 
doubts as to its veracity: “The denoue- 
ment gives us reason to repeat that we 
have no other information about this 
‘riddle of the sea’, The many questions 
unresolved in this account cannot be 
answered. The obvious conclusion is 
that this story is a fantasy, a fascinating 
romance. On the other hand, there is the 
statement of the author, Silvio Scherli, 
in Trieste, who persists in his assurance 
of authenticity.” 5 A newspaper from 
Surinam mentioned that the ship’s crew 
were Indonesian, but didn’t reveal how it 
came by this information. ® 

Any editorial red-flagging didn’t hin- 
der the story’s progress, though. In July, 
the tragic fate of the Ourang Medan was 
reported in an Austrian newspaper. 7In 
October, it reached the Italian media® 
In the same month, it was covered in 
the American press on an unprecedent- 
ed scale. It was printed in American 
Weekly as ‘Secrets of the Sea’, ensuring 
that literally millions of Americans 
became aware of it. ® The tale’s main 
ingredients remained the same, but 
details varied. The American republi- 
cation, for instance, reported that the 
original story in the Dutch weekly was 


“apparently told by an Italian officer on a didn’t elaborate on where he had gathered UFO was published, he mentioned the Ourang 


ship that had answered the Qurang Medan’s these new details. A year later,a newspaper | Medan story inan English newspaper, arguing 
distress call”, and that its editor unfortu- published in the Dutch Antilles, concerned = that the crews of several other derelict ships 
nately could not shed any further light on about the use of chemical pesticides, cited: were abducted by the occupants of UFOs. 
the matter: “He had bought the story andthe fate of the Ourang Medan asacasein ~~ Acconcerned and chatty CH March Jr. had 
photographs of the Italian officer and the _—_point.* By now the tragedy of the Ourang _*__ similar ideas, even writing a letter to the 


latter had disappeared.” ° Medan not only had attained the 
‘The tale had clearly attained the status status of a true story that could 

of a true incident when it was retold inthe = be used to fit various agendas; it 

magazine of the US Coast Guard in 1952. : had also had become an unfath- 

“To this day, there is no explanation for : omable mystery. 

what happened to the unfortunate crew of : 

it concluded.” And it was exciting | ENTER THE CIA 


CIA in 1959. March was certain 
that there was a connection 
between UFOs and mysterious 
accidents involving aircraft and 
ships. He had just read the story 
of the Ourang Medan in, of all 


the ship,” places, the magazine of the US. 
enough to be mentioned in the context of In the 1950s, the story of the Coast Guard. Neither was this 
other naval mysteries: the following year _ ill-fated ship entered forteana. It his first letter to the CIA: “On 
an English newspaper rehashed the Ourang __ surfaced in the pages of maga- May 29, 1958 I sent you a letter 
Medan tale in an article on ‘mystery ships’: = zines such as Fate and later SAGA, concerning crews disappearing 
“No explanation has been attempted regard- | which asked if its crew might have E irom ships on the high seas, or 
ing the secret of this ship, which she took seen “something so terrifying, so 1 ships which have disappeared 
with her when she sank,” it mused. # alien to their way of life that they without trace; well, I have just 
In 1954, German maritime author Otto ____were stupefied with horror and frozen into read a weird story concerning the Dutch 
Mielke even saw fit to publish a 32-page | immobility before they were destroyed ina vessel SS Ourang Medan. I will indeed be 
booklet titled Das Totenschifj in der Siidsee manner beyond our present knowledge?”S grateful for your opinion of this story. Also, 
(‘The Death Ship of the South Sea)."¥He | UFO and mysteries writer Frank Edward: do you think ‘something from the unknow: 
told a familiar story, but crucial det introduced the riddle to Canadian reade is involved?” he asked. How the agency re- 
differed in his retelling, Mielke, who was a “a true mystery tale” in one of his columns on sponded to this curious letter is unknown. 
former Kriegsmarine sailor during World the unexplained and early UFO and fortean Even these days, the riddle of the Ourang 
War If, claims that it was not an Italian writers such as Morris K Jessup, Vincent Medan is the sort of mystery that can easil 


ship that found the Ourang Medan, but an Gaddis and Ivan T Sanderson mentioned it lead to obsession, as English author and 
American steamer named Silver Star. He in their books.” When Jessup’s Case jor the contributor Roy Bainton has attested, He 


ABOVE: A dramatic presentation in a 1948 issue of American Weekly. TOP: A fortean take on the tale appeared in Vincent Gaddis's 1965 book Invisible Horizons. 
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included the story in his The Mammoth Book 
of Unexplained Phenomena (2013). Bainton 
admitted that he had been researching the 
case for more than 30 years without success, 
although he left no stone unturned. He 
searched fruitlessly through Lloyd’s Ship- 
ping Register and he visited the shipping 
registers in Amsterdam, but there too came 
up empty-handed. He did become ac- 
quainted with a German researcher, Theodor 
Siersdorfer, from the city of Essen. Even 
more obsessed with the strange fate of the 
Ourang Medan, Siersdorfer confessed that he 
had been tirelessly working on the riddle for 
45 years. In all that time he had found nota 
single trace of its existence. ° 

As recently as 2014 the Ourang Medan 
resurfaced in a Russian magazine published 
in St Petersburg. # According to Russian 
researcher Mikhail Gershtein, the tale has 
been well known in the former Soviet Union 
since the 1960s, and has been mentioned 


in many Soviet magazines and books - for 
instance in Lev Skryagin’s Voice of the Sea 
1973). It was even used as a plotline in fic- 
‘ion; in Nikolai Vnukov’s novel Sverre calls for 
help (1978), the mystery is explained as the 
result of the launch of a Nazi secret weapon, 
a torpedo loaded with poison gas and a mag- 
netic detonator. 22 

Just last year the story was retold ina 
German nautical magazine with, as we have 
ome to expect, yet another new detail: the 
‘astaway now has a name. *? But if several 
dedicated researchers spent decades on the 
case without finding any trace, how much 

of the grisly tale of the Ourang Medan is 
actually true? In order to find that out, we 
must travel further back in time, beyond the 
Dutch weekly that initially broke the story. 


THE FINAL JOURNEY 
itis December 1940, World War I is raging 
ind the Netherlands, Belgium, and part of 
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ABOVE: The first appearance of the Qurang Medan story in an Italian newspaper of 1940. FACING PAGE: An 
illustration from a recent Russian account by A Leshukonskii in a 2014 issue of Tainy XX Veka magazine 


Napoleone aveva progettata 
i sbarcare in Ingitera nel inverno 
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France are occupied and groaning under the 
Nazi regime. In Vichy-France, the magazine 

7 Jours still appears every week, filled with 
light-hearted gossip, no doubt approved by 
Nazi censors. But on 29 December, surprisingly, 
the story of the Qurang Medan turns up in its 
pages, complete with the photo of the dead 
officer that was to be published eight years 
Jater in the Dutch weekly. Again, the article 
is without an author’s name.** Nine months 
later, on 7 September 1941, 7 Jours prints the 
conclusion in its bedsheet sized pages: “The 
Mystery of the Ourang Medan is Solved,” it 
proclaims. °5 Again, we encounter differing 
details: the most notable one is that the death 
ship wasn’t found in June 1947, but nearly a 
decade earlier, on 13 November 1939. And it 
wasn’t found by an anonymous Italian ship or 
the steamer Silver Star, but by an American 
destroyer. 

Eight years before it appeared in the 
Dutch weekly, the story had already been 
widely circulated. In December 1940, an 
Italian newspaper carried the story. 7° 
In November 1940, English newspapers 
reported the demise of the Qurang Medan 
with the familiar ingredients of a mysterious 
SOS signal, an explosion, a sudden fire that 
destroyed the ship and the dead crew. ?? And 
the trail doesn’t end here. A month earlier, 
in October 1940, three Austrian newspapers 
printed the Ourang Medan mystery story. 
“Drama in the Paci was one headline, 
“SOS of Mutiny Ship” another, “The Secret 
of the Death Ship” the third. 8 

Exhuming the facts and trying to discover 
the true fate of the Ourang Medan means 
further peeling back the layers of time, as 
one of the Austrian newspapers mentions 
an even older source: an Italian newspaper 
named Piccolo di Trieste - the city where 
Silvio Scherli, author of the 1947 Dutch story, 
lived. I contacted the staff of the library and 
archives in Trieste, who located a copy of the 
edition that carried the story. The incredible 
tale is printed on the third page of the paper, 
ironically resembling the layout of the Dutch 
weekly that started the whole postwar global 
dissemination of the Ourang Medan story. 
Again, the same photos of a dead naval offi- 
cer and a ship keeling over on its side appear 
under the heading “II Mistero dell’ Qurang 
Medan”. The story also carries the name of 
its author: Silvio Scherl-Scherli. 

And again, what Scherli writes is largely 
the same - but, as we have come to expect, 
with differing details. 

This, though, marks the very first time 
that the final voyage of the Ourang Medan 
appeared in print. And in this first article 
we read that it was not an unnamed Italian 
vessel, the steamer Silver Star or an Ameri 
can destroyer that found the doomed ship: 
instead it was the American torpedo boat 
W716. ® This should have been easy enough 
to establish; but in response to my question, 
the US Coast Guard informed me that no 
torpedo boat named W716 was operational in 
1939, and that this particular type of coding 
was not even in use at the time. 3° 

By now, it should be clear what actually 


took place. Silvio Scherl-Scherli crafted a 
template attractive enough to resell to dif- 
ferent newspapers and magazines for eight 
long years. Along the way he altered deci- 
sive and crucial details to fit the timeframe, 
such as the ships that came to the rescue or 
in what year the Ourang Medan was found. 
And if editors expressed their doubts, 
Scherli was quick to assure them that his 
‘story was the real deal. 

Who was Silvio Scherli? At my request, 
a number of Italian forteans dived into the 
minutiz of Italian journalism - but to no 
avail. We know that he lived in Trieste at 
some time, but other than that Scherli did 
not leave much of a trace. 

What did emerge is a document that may 
tell us something about his modus oparandi. 
On 7 February 1954 Scherli wrote a letter to 


THE MYSTERY OF THE MARY CELESTE 


: Mary Celeste, Scherli recycled elements from 


one of the most famous mysteries in mari- 
time history, which explains the enduring 
appeal of his Ourang Medan pastiche. 

On 7 November 1872 the brig Marv 


© Celeste left New York carrying more than 


1,700 barrels of raw alcohol. She was found 
adrift on 5 December, 500 miles off the 
coast of Gibraltar. Sailors who boarded the 
ship found it abandoned. The only sloop was 
gone. To this day, the fate of the crew of the 
Mary Celeste is unknown. One theory is that 


: the crew feared an explosion and left the 
© ship in a hurry because the barrels of raw 


alcohol were damaged in a storm and toxic 


: fumes were dispersed (see FT151:6-7). 


Ironically, there was a cargo ship called 
the Medan that sailed between the Nether- 


: lands and Indonesia. She was launched on 


Paul Hahn, then President of the American 
Tobacco Company in New York. It included 
Scherli’s letterhead with his address in 
Trieste. Scherli introduced himself as a 
freelance journalist working for “leading 
European newspapers and magazines”. He 
made a strange proposal. For the sum of 
$780, Scherli offered all his research mate- 
rial on lung cancer cases in a large number 
of countries, including the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Austria, Italy and Sweden. * 

Was this an amateurish attempt at extor- 
tion? We'll never know. Like the Ourang 
Medan, Scherli disappeared into the mists 


of history. 
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